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ABSTRACT 
Palauans used at least 190 plant species 
for medicinal purposes. Herein we list 
the plant species used, and describe 
preparatory and medicinal aspects of use. 


INTRODUCTION 

The people of the Palau Islands have long made 
use of the flora for medicinal purposes. Due to 
contact with outside cultures, much of the knowledge 
of Palauan folk medicines is becoming lost, and many 
younger Palauns are ignorant of the enthnobotanical 
usage of local plants. 

In a study of the medicinal plants of Palau made 
from August 1968 to August 1970 we recorded the 
medicines practiced mainly by the older men (Rubak) 
and women (Mechas). Since many of the Palauan 
medicines are relatively unknown we believe that 
they should be documented before the older 
practitioners died and their secrets lost due to the 
impact of Western acculturation. 

Palau is a remote group of about 200 islands, 
part of the Caroline Island complex in the Western 
Pacific. The largest island, Babeldaob, about 26 
miles in length, is a typical volcanic island of 
tuffaceous breccias with angular to subangular 
fragments of andesite, shale and basalt tuff 
(Osborne 1966). Portions of Koror and the southern 
islands are raised reef structures of coralline 
limestone, while the southernmost islands of Angaur 
and Pelilieu are platform islands composed of 
limestone. The entire Palau group is bordered by 
fringing reefs which protect them from oceanic wave 
action. Temperature averages 81 F with low daily 
and seasonal variation while humidity varies from 
77% in March to a high of about 84% in November and 
December. Cloud cover percent is high and rainfall 
varies from 120-160 inches per year (Civil Affairs 


62 


1987 Salsedo & Smith, Medicinal plants of Palau 63 


Handbook, 1944). 

Previous literature on the medicinal plants of 
Palau is limited; Okabe (1940, 1943) listed 100 
plant species used and their method of preparation 
and Salsedo (1970) described the uses of certain 
medicinal plants by Palauans. 


METHODS AND MATERIALS 

From August 1968 to August 1970 Carl Salsedo 
lived with a Palauan family and became fluent in 
Palauan, which provided the necessary language 
proficiency for communication with the Palauan 
informants. Every village and hamlet in the Palaus 
was surveyed during this time. Each village was 
visited for at least one or more weeks, during which 
time interviews were conducted, first to determine 
the local medical practitioners or those villagers 
knowledgeable about folk medicines, who were 
subsequently interviewed and their information 
recorded. The islands of Koror, Babeldaob, 
Pelilieu, Angaur and Kayangel were surveyed in 
order. 

Validity of Palauan plant names and information 
regarding their use was determined on the basis of 
at least six different informants and the total 
number of Palauans interviewed was about 500. 
Botanical specimens of all medicinal plants were 
collected; duplicates were deposited in the Palau 
Herbarium at the Entomology Laboratory and specimens 
were sent to the Smithsonian Institution for 
identification. Less complete collections were 
deposited at the University of Guam and University 
of Connecticut. 

Alkaloid screening was conducted at the 
Entomology Laboratory at Koror using the Culvenor 
and Fitzgerald (1963) test. Between 2-4 gms of 
fresh plant materials was ground in a 7.6 cm 
porcelain mortar with a small amount of clean sand 
and sufficient chloroform to yield a thick slurry. 
10 ml of ammoniacal chloroform (N/20 with respect to 
ammonia) was added and the mixture stirred for about 
1 min before filtering into a 13 x 1.2 cm test tube. 
The extract obtained was added to 0.5 ml. of 2N 
Sulfuric acid, the test tube was shaken, and the 
phases were allowed to separate. The aqueous layer 
was removed with a dropper whose tip was fitted with 
a cotton wool plug for filtering and breaking 
emulsions. After removing the cotton wool and any 
chloroform in the dropper, two of three drops of the 
aqueous solution were placed in each of two 1 by 1/4 
inch test tubes for testing with Mayers reagent and 
silicotungstic acid. 
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The density of the precipitate formed was 
assessed on a - to +4 basis by comparison with a 
strychnine standard (1.0 mg./ml. in 25% HCl). 0.1 
ml. of strychnine solution was rated as +2; 0.5 ml. 
was +3; 0.7 ml. was +4. 

The reagents were prepared as follows: Mayers, 
dry mercuric chloride (6.8 grams) and potassium (25 
grams) were dissolved separately in water and 
diluted to make one liter of solution; 
Silicotungstic acid: 5 grams of silicotungstic acid 
was dissolved in 100 ml. of 6N sulfuric acid. 


RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

A survey of all of the islands and villages of 
the Palau district revealed a total of 190 species 
of plants used medicinally for over 200 categories 
of cures, including 90 species of trees, 10 shrub 
species, 77 herb species and 23 vines (Table 1). A 
sampling of the more common remedies include cures 
to stop the bleeding of cuts, abortatives, earache, 
punctured eardrums, headaches, stomachaches, 
diarrhea, fish stings, venereal disease, asthma, 
woman's afterbirth medicines and boils. 

Plant parts used in medicine preparation 
included; young and old leaves, inner and outer 
bark, roots, ripe and unripe fruits, sap, flowers, 
stems and stipules. Coconut oil was often used as a 
base in mixtures with various plant parts such as 
cures for aches, bruises and massage where the 
coconut oil is applied to the body and the leaves 
then are applied. 

Medicines were applied externally or taken 
internally depending on the type of ailment. To 
apply medicines externally the plant parts were 
pounded together then applied to the affected area, 
e.g. a fish sting. For internal medicines the plant 
parts were pounded together and eaten or squeezed in 
water using a coconut fiber of cloth and drunk. 

Tertiary alkaloids were in 23 of the 190 species 
with 11 species exceptionally rich in tertiary 
alkaloids: betel nut (Areca catechu L.), papaya 
(Carica papaya L.), cordia (Cordia subcordata Lam.), 
crinum (Crinum asiaticum L.), spider lily 
(Hymenocallis littoralis (Jacq.) Salisb.), hanging 


club moss (Lycopodium phleqmaria L.), tobacco 
(Nicotiana tabacum L.), ochrosia (Ochrosia 


oppositifolia (Lam.) K. Schum.), pandanus (Pandanus 
aimiriikensis Martelli), beach naupaka (Scaevola 
taccada (Gaern.) Roxb.), and Uncaria palauensis. 

The young leaves in the majority of plants 
tested contained tertiary alkaloids whereas the 
majority of older leaves did not. Palauan medicinal 


1987 Salsedo & Smith, Medicinal plants of Palau 65 


plant practitioners are acutely aware that the 
growing part of a plant contains an active 
ingredient. This is supported by the majority of 
cures specifying the use of the young leaves, 
followed by the older leaves, inner and outer bark, 
roots, unripe and ripe fruits, sap, stems, stipules 
and flowers. š 

Since all of the plants recorded in this study 
have been used as medicinals, it is proposed that 
they merit further chemical investigation to 
ascertain their active ingredients. Such plants may 
be cultivated in Palau with the concomitant benefit 
to the drug industry and economy of the Palau 
Islands. 
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TABLE EXPLANATION 

Individual species of plants are arranged 
alphabetically to family. The results of 
Silicotungstic acid and Mayers Reagent tests are 
shown in that order, expressed as - indicting no 
positive result for other test to +4 indicating 
highest abundance of the alkaloid against a 
strychnine standard. The following are plant parts 
abbreviations: Yl young leaves, L leaves, B bark, 
Ib inner bark, Bs basal stalk, F fruit, Fu unripe 
fruit, Fr ripe fruit, S sap, St stem, Stip stipule, 
Fl flowers. 
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